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The increased penetration of the Muslim culture by Christian
and Persian civilization even affected Muslim law and theology.
The greater complexity of the civilization of which the Muslims
now found themselves a part made necessary new elaborations of
their legal code, mainly by the assimilation of the Roman Law
existing in the conquered provinces of the Levant. By the end of
the Umayyad period a new critical approach to the mass of
Traditions had begun to appear, and the science of Muslim juris-
prudence was beginning to take shape. Contact with the older and
more subtle Christian religion, which had retained some of the
questioning Greek spirit, was causing some Muslims to look more
deeply into the foundations of their own faith, where they found
numerous ambiguities and inconsistencies amid the obscure and
uncoordinated phraseology of the Qur'an. This new spirit of
inquiry in Islam was stimulated, as it had been among the Chris-
tians, by the disputes of rival sects: in this case the Shi'a and the
Sunnis, as the mass of moderate believers called themselves, claim-
ing to be following the custom (Sunna) of the Prophet. In parti-
cular, some were brought to question the Prophet's doctrine of the
eternal and uncreated Qur'an, which seemed to them to place a
second eternal existence in conflict with the essential unity
(tawhid) of God. Secondly, they were exercised by the alternative
of free-will or predestination, which the Qur'an characteristically
left ambiguous. Thus a sect, known to Muslim historians as the
Mu'tazila or secession, which came into being towards the end of
the Umayyad period, adopted a rationalist attitude towards both
of these questions, and was to exert an important influence on the
history of the following century.
In spite of the readiness with which they had assimilated what
survived of Greek civilization, the Umayyad period is marked by a
certain economic decline when compared with the later Roman
Empire. Mediterranean commerce, already shaken in the West by
the Germanic invasions, was even more seriously affected by the
partition of the Mediterranean coastlands between two conflicting
civilizations, the Christian on the northern shores and the Muslim
on the south. Moreover the Muslims in the West had. conquered
Spain and were energetically raiding into Italy and Provence,
while in the East they were making every attempt, though vainly,
to conquer the remainder of the Byzantine Empire. Though in
spite of frequent Muslim raids the trading cities of Southern Italy